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THE GO-BACKS. 

In the mountains of Virginia there are to be found many quaint 
and curious beliefs, many equally odd customs. As if somewhat 
conscious of their mythical character or doubtful of their value, these 
mountain-folk seldom give expression to those ideas which would 
interest others because of their uniqueness. They will say they do 
not believe in signs, but if casually you remark to one of them that 
a neighbor is making a great mistake in shingling his house when 
the moon points up, adding that you do not believe in signs but 
that shingles so put on are sure to turn up, he will most likely say, 
" Yes, that 's so, I don't believe in signs either, but I have always 
noticed — ." And then will come the false economy of butchering in 
the wane of the moon, or laying fence when the moon points down, 
or some equally broad-spread sign. 

The signs of the weather are so numerous that the weather bureau 
has published a large volume of them. And so with many phases 
of inanimate nature, — with those elements and powers which are 
beyond human control ; the uneducated mind sees, in symbols equally 
mysterious, explanations or warnings of things beyond his ken. 

But man, blessed with voice with which to give utterance to his 
wants and feelings, needs to make no code of signs of uncertain 
interpretation for his own acts and desires. Perhaps, if each man 
had for neighbors people who could not speak his language, a curious 
jargon of signs would be formed for each individual, and as soon as 
a number learned a common language they would codify and sys- 
tematize the symbols which they had individually used in converse 
with those beyond this group. 

We frequently have one in our midst whose language we do not 
understand, — a baby. And, poor baby ! how many times we play at 
cross-purposes with you ! Much of our time is spent in ingenious 
translation of sounds, making words out of grunts, and sentences 
from senseless babble. Our answers to your wants are often random 
shots, and when we prescribe for real or fancied ills we do no more 
than guess. 

It is one of these guesses to which the Virginia mountain mother 
has given the name of Go-backs. The baby coming into one of 
these homes makes no acquaintance with the scales nor measuring 
tape, but it at once assumes in the parents' eyes a ponderous weight, 
proportionate to its importance. This weight must daily increase, 
and height or length must receive its share of gain. Sometimes 
there appears to be a cessation in this steady growth ; the wise 
dames and anxious mother agree that something is the matter. The 
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scales are not yet asked to give a casting vote, but the gap between 
the growth which mother wants and that which baby yields seems to 
widen, and the reason becomes more and more mysterious until some 
wiser dame whispers the dreaded words : " It has the Go-backs," and 
others echo, " It has the Go-backs." 

When this ailment is suggested, the diagnosis will speedily follow, 
for time is an important element in the cure. 

The mother then must go alone with the babe to some old lady 
duly instructed in the art or science of curing this blighting disease. 
She, taking the infant, divests it of its clothing, and places it on its 
back. Then with a yarn string she measures its length or height 
from the crown of the head to the sole of the heel, cutting off a 
piece which exactly represents this length. This she applies to the 
foot, measuring off length by length to see if the piece of yarn con- 
tains the length of the foot an exact number of times. This opera- 
tion is watched by the mother with the greatest anxiety, for on this 
coincidence of measure depends the child's weal or woe. If the 
length of the string is an exact multiple of the length of the foot, 
nothing is wrong, but if there is a remainder, however small, the 
baby has the Go-backs, and the extent of the malady is proportional 
to this remainder. Of course in this measuring the elasticity of the 
yarn is not regarded, nor repetitions tried as a test of accuracy. 

The diagnosis has in it an element of the exact science of meas- 
uring, but without its exactness ; this latter feature does not detract 
in the minds of the believers from the confidence which the former 
suggests. To them it is a question of fact, Is the height an exact 
number of times the length of the foot ? if not, treatment must fol- 
low. This is very simple, entailing no suffering on the part of the 
patient, and no further expense to the parent. The string with 
which the determination was made must be hung on the hinge of a 
gate on the premises of the infant's parents, and as the string by 
gradual decay passes away, so passes away the Go-backs. But if the 
string should be lost, the ailment will linger until a new test is made, 
and the string once more hung out to decay. Sometimes the cure is 
hastened by fixing the string so that wear will come upon it. 

And thus the Go-backs is cured ; at least there are many people 
in Virginia who think so. 

Last summer, while daily seeing a baby under this novel treatment, 
it occurred to me that perhaps there was some general proportion 
between the parts of a normal body on which this test and cure rest. 
If there is in the normal, healthy body an exact ratio of the height 
to the length of the foot, the absence to a marked degree of this 
ratio might show imperfect or irregular development. And so I 
have run through the literature of human proportion to see how 
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uniform this ratio is in the theories of those who insist that there is 
such a proportion. 

Parts of the body have been used as units of measure, especially 
the cubit, which was the length of the forearm, or from the point of 
the elbow to the tip of the middle finger ; the ell is the same, com- 
ing from the Latin ulna, the word for the bone of the forearm ; and 
the foot : but there is only one case in which either of these was 
given as a part of the height, and that was exceptional. 

It is said that Hercules in laying out the stadium, the length of 
the running course in the Olympian games, used his foot as the unit, 
and made the stadium six thousand feet long. From this distance, 
which was preserved, Pythagoras obtained the length of the foot of 
Hercules, and from an arbitrary ratio deduced his height. Hercules 
did not have the Go-backs, but this operation gave rise to the quota- 
tion, ex pede Herculem, from the foot, Hercules. 

Vitruvius, author of a celebrated law of human proportions, took 
the width of four fingers as equal to the palm, four palms for the 
length of the foot, and six times the length of the foot as the height ; 
but this was for the well-developed man, and we have no way of 
knowing that this ratio, even if correct for the adult, obtained with 
the child. All other believers in this theory have taken different 
units in seeking the proportional parts, such as the length of the 
face from the chin to the roots of the hair, the length of the hand, 
and only rarely the length of the foot. This perhaps is because, 
when men were busy in the study of this problem, imperious fashion 
was changing the shape of the foot by trying 

" To mend the work wise Providence had made," 
making this member fluctuating and uncertain. 

Geometric diagrams of varying ingenuity have been devised, so 
that from the relative measures of the different parts the proportions 
of a perfect figure can be obtained, but in none of these will the dis- 
ciples of the " Go-backs " theory find consolation or facts for their 
support. This, however, will in their minds not outweigh the assur- 
ance which comes to them from personal observation of authentic 
cures. 

And so some Virginia mothers will continue to fear the " Go- 
backs." 

J. Howard Gore. 



